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The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of
Southeast Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet
a multitude of requirements. The varied applications of airpower have
involved the full spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support equip-
ment, and manpower. As a result, there has been an accumulation of
operational data and experiences that, as a priority, must be collected,
documented, and analyzed as to current and future impact upon USAF poli-
cies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting our SEA expe-
riences was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed
CINCPACAF to establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to
Air Staff requirements and direction, and would provide timely and analyti-
cal studies of USAF combat operations in SEA.

Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Examination of
Current Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement.
Managed by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF, Project CHECO
provides a scholarly, "on-going" historical examination, documentation,
and reporting on USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM. This
CHECO report is part of the overall documentation and examination which
is being accomplished. It is an authentic source for an assessment of
the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOM when used in proper context.
The reader must view the study in relation to the events and circumstances
at the time of its preparation--recognizing that it was prepared on a
contemporary basis which restricted ?erspective and that the author's
research was limited to records available within his local headquarters
area. '
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FOREWORD

This report describes the improvement and modernization of the
Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) from January 1970 to July 1971. The growth
and development of the VNAF during this period was an integral part of
the Consolidated Republic of Vietnam Improvement and Modernization Program
(CRIMP). The goal of CRIMP was to assure the self-sufficiency of the
Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) after the withdrawal of United

States combat forces.

Self-sufficiency in this context implied that the armed forces of
the Government of Vietnam (GVN) could maintain the level of security that
had been won jointly by the United States and South Vietnam. This did
not mean that United States assistance would no longer be required to
protect South Vietnamese independence. South Vietnam did not possess or
plan to develop the industrial capacity to produce the equipment necessary
for defense. The United States would continue to provide the materiel
support for the defense of South Vietnam, as well as a military team to
advise the RVNAF--but the RVNAF would have the capability of effectively
using that equipment to maintain the security of South Vietnam without
the active armed assistance of United States military forces. Though
the United States advisory effort would still be needed, the United States
would no longer be required to bear arms in defense of South Vietnam.
That is the meaning of. the term "self-sufficiency" as it is used in this

report.
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The history of the VNAF f:::/jts inception to early 1970 was traced
h

in two previous CHECO Reports: e Organization, Mission and Growth of

the Vietnamese Air Force, 1949-1968; and théyvng Improvement and Moderni-

zation Program [1968-1970]. Therefore only the briefest summary of that

history will be given here. The emphasis of the present report will be

on the efforts of the United States Air Force (USAF) to improve and expand
VNAF capability during the eighteen month period ending in July 1971. The
chapters of this report deal with mission functions--"Airlift," for example,

or "Logistics,"--and describe the broad outlines of the entire VNAF.

A companion volume to this report, The VNAF Air Divisions: Reports

on Improvement and Modernization, describes the effects of CRIMP on each

of the VNAF air divisions. Each chapter of The VNAF Air Divisions was

written by a different author and the report thus reflects five independent

efforts to examine the results of CRIMP at the unit level.

Together, these two volumes describe the VNAF as it developed between

January 1970 and July 1971.
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CHAPTER I
BACKGROUND

In 1954 one auxiliary squadron of the French Air Force in Indochina
was manned by Vietnamese. When it separated from the French Air Force
in 1955, this small force became the nucleus of the VNAF. It consisted
of thirty-two C-47 transports and a few Morane-Saulnier observation p]anes.l/

French advisors were withdrawn from Vietnam in 1956 and sugceeded by

Americans. At that time there were only 92 pilots in the VNAF.

The most conspicuous change in the VNAF between 1956 and 1962 was
its growth and diversification. Between 1956 and 1962 the number of per-
sonnel increased from a few hundred to 5,700 and the aircraft inventory
increased to some 140 and included A-1s, T-28s, C-47s, H-19s, and H-34s.§/

The USAF assumed an active flying mission in South Vietnam in 1961
when a small number of USAF pilots began flying tactical missions with
the VNAF. USAF participation grew until by the mid-1960s it eclipsed
the VNAF role almost entire]y.4 There were a few senior USAF officers
who opposed this trend and who believed it would be more productive to
improve the VNAF rather than have the USAF assume the responsibility for
the air war. But circumstances seemed compelling and the decisions made
between 1965 and 1968 progressively increased USAF dominance of air-

8/
operations--a process which had to be reversed afterwards.




The VNAF did not stagnate between 1961 and 1968. By the time the
decision was made in 1968 to re-Vietnamize the war, the VNAF had expanded
some and had assumed more diversified missions. By then there were 20

VNAF squadrons and several newer types of aircraft.

Planning assumptions for further VNAF expansion included an eventual
American withdrawal. But before that withdrawal could be accomplished,
existing VNAF weaknesses had to be corrected, the force had to be more
than doubled in size and reorganized to accommodate the expansion, and a
massive tgaining program had to be developed and imp]emented by the USAF

and VNAF.

In 1969 American defense officials in both Washington and Vietnam
gave Vietnamization a priority equal to the actual combat mission of Allied
forces. At the same time, a senior USAF advisor did not hesitate to

characterize the program for the VNAF as a "mammoth task."

The expansion and modernization of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN) was begun in 1967 but the parallel VNAF program did not start until
a year later. In 1969 the chief of the Air Force Advisory Group in Vietnam,

Brigadier General Charles W. Carson, Jr., commented that the VNAF:

. with the longest lead-time training require-
ments, was just begimning a program that would not be
completed until two years after achievement of the
ARVN force goals. A 1967 program, which would have
not only resulted in a more effective military force,
but also would have achieved the goal at an earlier
date than now possible.



By late 1969 the VNAF had grown from a small auxiliary squadron of
the French Air Force to a considerably larger force, but one not yet capable
of independently fighting thé air war in South Vietnam. It was the goal of
both the USAF and the VNAF in late 1969 to develop a self-sufficient Vietnamese
Air Force. When the VNAF could fly and maintain their airplanes without the
direct assistance of USAF personnel, Vietnamization of the air war would be

a reality.




CHAPTER I1I
THE IMPROVEMENT AND MODERNIZATION PROGRAM

The term "Vietnamization" was first used by President Nixon on
3 November 1969 when he said, "In the previous administration, we American-
ized the war; in this administration, we are Vietnamizing the search for
peace." The basic guidelines and plans for the Vietnamization program were
drawn up in 1968 and 1923 as an alternative to a continued United States

combat role in the war.” For Vietnamization to succeed, RVNAF capability

had to be improved and modernized.

Program I

The Improvement and Modernization (I&M) program for the VNAF occurred
in several phases. Program I, conceived in early 1968, was based on the
assumption that USAF participation in the war would remain at the early 1968
level. Under this program, four of the VNAF's five H-34 helicopter squadrons
were designated for conversion to UH-1s and four more UH-1 squadrons were
scheduled additions to bring the total VNAF rotary and fixed wing force
to 24.2/ It was a modest program intended to strengthen the RVNAF at a
time when one of the options also being considered by the Commander of the
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), the Joint Chiefs of Staff

(JCS), and President Johnson was to continue strengthening United States

forces in Vietnam.

Program I1I

Within two months, however, the idea of making the RVNAF strong enough

to fight independently became dominant. The assumption was made that a

4



mutual United States and North Vietnamese withdrawal would occur, and that
a residual threat composed of indigenous Viet Cong supported by some North
Vietnamese cadres would remain. This assumption led to Program II which
was at first considered either an alternative to Program I or/; program to
be undertaken after the completion of Program I. Program II plans called
for an increase in the total force to 39 squadrons. Authorized personnel

strength increased from approximately 17,000 to 36,000 men.

Originally, MACV believed that five years would be necessary to accom-
plish Program II, but in April 1969 the Secretary of Defense directed that
the schedule be accelerated and completed by December 1971.19/ Because of
this accelerated schedule Program II was renamed Program II-A. Vietnamese
unit activations were completed early wherever possible. The VNAF activated
one liaison squadron in the third quarter of Fiscal Year (FY) 70 rather than
in the fourth quarter of FY 71 as originally planned. The first CH-47 |
Chinook helicopter squadron was activated six months earlier than planned;
three fighter squadrons were activated in late 1970, nine months early;
and three transport squadrons were consolidated into two, one activating
five months early, the other three months early. This Program II-A force
was planned to include 39 squadrons.ll/ In late 1969, however, the Secretary

12/
of Defense directed further planning for making the RVNAF even stronger.

Program III
The 1&M Program as it was planned through Program II-A was considered

the maximum force attainable with the time and resources available. One



/
\¥4

top USAF advisor said, "If we give them more than they can support in terms
of their economy and available manpower, we might rupture them.%éj The
planners recognized that the force did not correspond to all the needs of
the air war and that risks would inhere in the U.S. drawdown. The magnitude
of those risks would be determined by the actual enemy threat, the extent
of the U.S. drawdown, and the strength of the RVNAF. Thus Program III was
planned and implemented to fill remaining deficiencies and provide the VNAF
with several added capabilities not included in Programs I and II.lﬂ/
Program II1I was designed to correct deficiencies in air defense, recon-
naissance, helicopter support for the ARVN, fixed-wing transport, and inter-
diction. Many of the Program III alterations had to be more than simple

add-ons to the force. They had to be qualitative as well as quantitative

improvements.

To compensate for the anticipated lack of experienced middle management
in the VNAF, the squadrons were enlarged so the same number of officers
and NCOs would be responsible for more people and equipment. Also, more
units were put onto the existing bases to avoid increasing the number of

installations with a consequent increase in base-support units.

Program III proposed a final force of 50 squadrons, 1,300 aircraft,
and 52,171 personnel compared to 39 squadrons, 934 aircraft, and 35,786 per-
sonnel under Program II-A.lE/ The organizations to be added were selected
carefully to expand tactical functions which would contribute most toward

finding and destroying the enemy's main force units in the field.



Restructuring

Determining what the VNAF needed to take over the air war was only
half the planning picture. Other planning was required so that the VNAF
could absorb its new people, equipment, and missions. This required a
total restructuring. The established and more-or-less independent wings
were to be welded together into five air divisions. The new structure
was the usual pyramid of squadrons reporting to wings, wings reporting
to divisions, and divisions reporting to a headquarters which had func-
tional directorates. Five numbered air divisions, four corresponding to
the four military regions and the fifth located in the Capital Military
Region, were established (See Figure 1). A1l five were activated by
1 January 1971. It is noteworthy that the planning for activation was
carried out 1arge}% by VNAF planners who demonstrated a maturing capacity

in this function.

In addition to the air divisions, an Air Logistics Command was estab-
lished at Bien Hoa Air Base (AB) and the training facilities at Nha Trang
AB were redesignated as the Air Training Center. The tactical air control
system (TACS) and aircraft control and warning (AC&W) systems were also

17/
expanded.

For the 1st Air Division (AD) located in northern South Vietnam at
Da Nang AB, VNAF, and AFGP planners put the emphasis on air defense and
special air warfare plus improved support for the ARVN. (See Figure 2.)
The 2nd AD which was responsible for air support in Military Region (MR)

2, the largest MR in South Vietnam, was composed of two wings each having

7
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fighters, liaison aircraft, and helicopters. The 2nd AD had one wing
stationed in the Annamite Mountains at Pleiku AB, a region not inhabited
by ethnic Vietnamese. The other wing and 2nd AD Headquarters were located

at Nha Trang AB.

Bien Hoa AB, 12 miles north of Saigon, was the home of the 3rd AD

as well as the VNAF Air Logistics Command (ALC), the computerized supply

and maintenance counterpart of the USAF's Air Force Logistics Command (AFLC).

The 4th AD was assigned to MR 4, the flat delta region south of Saigon, and
located at Binh Thuy AB. Two helicopter squadrons of the 4th AD's 84th
Wing were stationed at Soc Trang AB, several miles south of Binh Thuy. It
was in MR 4 that the VNAF first assumed control of a Direct Air Support
Center (DASC), responsibility for support of the ARVN, and operational
control of an airbase (Soc Trang AB). The 4th AD's early thrust to self-
sufficiency was closely studied by USA§8and VNAF planners for lessons to

be applied elsewhere in South Vietnam.

At Tan Son Nhut AB, 5th Air Division headquarters, the transport
missions dominated. There were no fighters stationed at the base, but
there were gunships, reconnaissance aircraft, and helicopters. VNAF

headquarters was also located at Tan Son Nhut AB.

Trends
The trends in 1970 and 1971 planning were: (1) to seek ways to accel-
erate VNAF self-sufficiency by early activations, (2) to move training from

the United States to Vietnam, and (3) to improve the VNAF's equipment.
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